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Comment

A Longing Look Backward:
Second Thoughts About the Curriculum

When the 4-1-4 curriculum was originally ap- .
proved, it was stipulated that a reconsideration of
the new program should take place after enough
time passed to make possible a serious assessment
of its advantages and disadvantages. Since the Educational Policy Committee has just requested evalu-
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ations of the 4-1-4 from each department of the
faculty, this seems an appropriate time for a few
comments on this page from a member of the
faculty who has had some second thoughts on our
present curriculum. What follows is one effort to
contribute to the kind of serious reevaluation
which we may be certain the committee desires.
Most faculty members who were on the staff at
the time when our curriculum was revised found
the lengthy discussion of the educational philosophy of our institution stimulating and valuable.
While divergences of philosophical approach to
our ·educational task continue to exist and presumably always will, it may be assumed that the members of the faculty are in broad agreement .in their
desire that Calvin be a distinctively Christian institution of higher learning, ·standing in the Reformed
tradition. The comments and questions which follow are solely directed at the structure of the 4-1-4
curriculum, and should not be construed as derogatory of the main product of the Curriculum Revision Committee's work-the lengthy and in many
ways admirable statement of the educational philosophy of our school. But as many observers have
pointed out, our present curriculum organization is
in no sense a necessary extension of the philosophical statement which the faculty approved.
Our academic community should seriously consider whether, in adopting the 4-1-4 curriculum, it
bought an essentially meaningless arithmetical formula, which has little to commend it and numerous disadvantages. The course system necessarily
makes the assumption that all courses can roughly
be equated, in terms of the credit th ey should
receive and the demands they make upon the student; many, both faculty and students, believe this
assumption to be a myth. It would seem no less
true now than under the old hours system that
some courses require only a minimal amount of
work outside of class by the student, whereas
others can only be pursued successfully with a
major investment of time and effort. Given the
widely varying types of courses available, and the
wide variation in student aptitudes, this will never
cease to be true.
It should also be considered whether it is realistic to limit all students to a maximum of four
courses. Is there any valid reason for placing the
same restriction upon the very able student as
upon the less gifted? Or any valid reason for requiring students with good records to plead special
circumstances to secure permission to take more
than four courses in a given semester? Our old
hours system, with its minimum requirement of
125 hours credit for graduation and the ready
option for highly motivated students to take additional courses as desired, would seem to have many
advantages. The question should seriously be faced
now whether the main argument for the limitation

Contents
to four courses per semester-the possibility of
greater depth in the treatment of the subject matter of each course-is actually supported by the
tests of experience, ·at least to a degree which
compensates for the loss in variety and richness of
educational experience which a severe restriction
on the total number of courses entails.
A related problem, and one which has been a
constant source of student complaints, is the size
of the core in our present program. As has frequently been pointed out, in adopting the 4-1-4
curriculum we attempted to wed two incompatible
partners, a core which makes up too large a proportion of the student's program and a course schedule which drastically limits the number of courses
which the student is :permitted to take. No one
who has participated m the frequent and often
rancorous debates in the faculty when a new program requiring adjustments in the core comes under consideration can be unaware of the dimensions of this problem. It is also arguable that our
present core achieves nothing which the old hours
system, with its required distribution of courses in
various groups, did not already achieve, in many
ways more effectively. Furthermore, as has been
argued by several perceptive critics from outside
our campus community, the elimination of minors,
a by-product . of the adoption of our present system, has had the predictable and undesirable effect
of limiting most students to a long series of elementary courses in fulfillment of core require. ments, and for most has made it impossible to do
any significant amount of upper level work in any
but their major fields.
In sum, it is this reviewer's conviction that we
must at this juncture do more than go through the
motions of taking a second look at the 4-1-4 curriculum. We must honestly face the question whether
our present system has not impoverished rather
than enriched the educational experience of most
of our students, and whether a return to the hours
system, allowing o:ption of taking considerably
more courses than 1s presently allowed, together
with the restoration of minors, would not be a
desirable move. On the fersonal side, it is my
conviction that in terms o course distribution the
program which existed at Calvin in my student
days had many distinct advantages over the present
program, and made possible a richer and more
varied educational experience. It pains me to be
driven to this conclusion, particularly since I am
one of .the faculty members who voted for · the
revised curriculum several years ago. It is my hope
that the many faculty members who have reached
the same painful conclusion~as they have indicated to me in private conversation-will make
their views known now that the time for reconsideration has arrived.
George Harris
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The Don Juan Evasiveness Gap
by Luke Reinsma

A Mystic Look at Literature Today
Barb and I-Barb, my wife-had an argument,
hardly violent, one of those share-the-mind affairs
about Carlos Castenada's The Teachings of Don
Juan.
"I don't see any point in Don Juan's evasiveness," she said.
"Evasiveness about what?" I asked.
''Evading the issue of whether Castenada turned
into a crow after smoking the mushroom," she
replied. "Why couldn't he just admit that the 'little
smoke' didn't really tum anyone into a crow?"
"Maybe Don Juan thought you turned into a
real honest-to-goodness crow," I suggested hopefully.
.
Well, the gist of it is this. Barb played the role of
devil's advocate to the hilt and insisted that Don
Juan couldn't be that stupid unless his mind had
been completely addled by mescalito and the "little smoke," and I rather ambiguously concluded
that Don Juan had a way of looking at life that is
totally alien to our western, scientific culture.
Barb and I fished around a bit and talked about
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explaining the phenomenon of a cadillac to Sitting
Bull. She said it was possible; I intelligently replied,
fortified with my reading of Chuck Sieberson's
masters thesis on thunderbird mythology, that Sitting Bull would finally get around to looking at the
spark plugs of the vehicle. He would, I continued,
certainly conclude that the great Thunderbird's
powerful flashes of lightning gave life to the metal
beast.
"I've got it!" I shrieked as my fingers shuffled
the moldy pile of essays on why cross country
skiing is better than downhill and why the Yamaha
is vastly superior to the Suzuki. "You believe that
in the final analysis,"-! chose my words carefully,
at which times I become very wordy-"that in the
final analysis science is the only answer to discovering the truth about the way things really, really
are."
She raised her eyebrows, not believing I had
made such an ambiguous statement. I tried again.
"An Indian might believe his drumbeats cause
rain, but 'Condens~tion,' is the only correct answer

to the question, 'Why does rain fall?' Positive and
negative poles are the only way to figure out why
spark plugs spark. You believe science tells the
truth about life; I see it as one of several alternatives. Scientifically it is proper to say that Carlos
Castenada never did wrinkle his brow into a crow's
head or wriggle his nose into an elongated beak.
But from Don Juan's point of view there was never
a doubt that this actually happened. That's why
the old guy ' was being evasive; he didn't comprehend Castenada's scientific question."
It may be worthwhile pointing out that my
distrust of science as the only answer to life's
mysteries dates back to when I found seven purple,
green, and reddish chemicals appear in a test tube
of distilled water in Professor Broene's Qualitative
Analysis class. This was also the time I decided that
for the betterment of mankind I would not continue my studies in Pre-Med. My wife, on the other
hand, possesses the miraculous capability of turning mysterious chemical equations into things of
beauty and splendor. So she and I have different
ways of looking at things.
As a result, I may pretend to sympathize with
Don Juan, but it is nevertheless impossible to escape the scientific garb of understandability which
space age technology has placed upon me. Sealab
2020, which appears on the magic screen at 11: 00
am every Saturday morning,-a fact I discovered
one bleary weekend-assaults the innocent, a-scientific pre-schooler with air pressure readings, longitude, latitude, and stability gauges. When I was a
kid I watched Roadrunner's arch-enemy blow his
foot off with sixteen sticks of dynamite after accidentally wrapping the fuse around his legs. It was a
simple world back then. And Godzilla, I discovered-I suspect it was that same Saturday-has not
died. He is now battling the awesome Smog Monster, a deadly combination of ammonium sulfide,
carbon monoxide, and other horrible chemicals.
So when I read The Teachings of Don Juan by
Carlos Castenada I could sympathize with but
hardly understand the brujo. If the worried apprentice "saw" Mescalito prancing around the desert
cleverly disguised as a 100-foot tall gnat with glowing green eyes, I too wanted to know what it
means. But Don Juan becomes obnoxious and cries
that Mescalito is friendly, and that is all that is
important.
Another reason for my outmoded perspective on
The Teachings is my extensive knowledge of illicit
drug use. As a teacher at a Christian high school I
must, of course, know such pertinent facts as
"Other names for marijuana are 'pot' and 'grass' ";
"Marijuana smells like incense"; and "Acid is not
smoked; Marijuana is." I also know that sometimes
drugs can be a good experience, sometimes bad.
Thus, when Don Juan speaks of Mescalito's fortunate friendship with Castenada, I thought of the
anthropologist's initiation into the drug cult as
having been a-uh-good trip. Sometimes, the sage

notes, Mescalito is an enemy to people. This I
interpreted as a bad trip. And when Carlos finally
returns from his three-day flight through the air as
a crow and finds himself in an irrigation ditch, he
had taken, I concluded, an overdose of drugs.
"OD'd," I believe the phrase is.
That is a rather brutal interpretation of the
wizened brujo 's knowledge; it is my scientific mind
speaking, the mind that Sea lab 2 020 and Godzilla
Versus the Smog Monster has insidiously thrust
upon me. In contrast, Don Juan's decidedly non-

scientific perspective on life was difficult if not
virtually impossible for me to understand. So I was
left like a logger straddling two timbers which were
slowly drifting apart. Needless to say, it was an
interesting but very uncomfortable position.
When I told Barb-my sister, whose name, obviously, is the same as my wife's-of my interpretation of Castenada's exploits, she said I was full of
it. Barb, my sister, is very hip. This I say without
malice. I can't quite understand her, but I doubt
that she, in return, entirely comprehends my
modus operandi. It struck me as very appropriate
that my sister told me that I was full of it, because
it was the old log straddling game all over again.
The timber made of equations, squirming molecules, and electrons buzzing around their appointed circuits looked very reassuring. But the
other, spun out of the dreams and fears of Don
Juan's mind, intrigued me more.
At the time we reached this unfortunate imbroglio I passed it off with a typical generation gap
remark, "Well, we just don't understand each
other." But the scene, the quasi-arguments I engaged in with Barb and Barb kept returning. While
I carefully placed little l's in the appropriate A B C
D E I N X +- slots of my grade report forms w~th a
sickly, gnarled No 2 pencil, I kept thinking about
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Castenada flying through space like a crow, about
Don Juan's evasiveness, and, strangely, of Hemingway.

* * * * *
It did not strike me as at all peculiar that my
mind flitted so quickly from Castenada to Papa
Hemingway. Whenever I'm inanely preoccupied
with such a problem, whether mundane or momentous, I usually conclude my trials by collapsing on
Papa's doorstep. For some illogical reason, ever
since I saw Spencer Tracy floating in a tub of water
in a weedy Holloywood sound stage I have been
firmly convinced that The Old Man and the Sea is
the last great work of literature written in America.
At times I have augustly stated the same. I don't
recall, however, that I've told Barb, my sister, that
everything since Hemingway is second-rate pulp. I
already know what she would say.
Inevitably, when I start thinking of Santiago and
his magnificent marlin, I begin thinking very important thoughts. But this time it only sounded
funny because Santiago and Don Juan would only
eye each other warily and alternately wander and
stagger their own ways. I imagined Santiago tossing
his flopping supper into the drink thinking,

orphan's wanderings through the savage, superstitious landscape of eastern Europe during World
War II. Devoid of any apparent direction, one
sadistic act fatalistically follows another.
About one-third of the way through the young
boy's travels, the demented but unfortunately voluptuous Ludmilla is mauled to death with garden
rakes, hoes, etc by a score of jealous peasant
women. Half-way through the novel a carpenter,
the orphan's present captor, is unceremoniously
yanked into a vintage bunker full of slack-gutted
rats.
Kosinski's enigmatic novel reminded me of the
way in which Hemingway slapped a mast on Santiago's back as the old man stumbled up the hill.
Everytime I read that passage in the novellete I

"Fish, you are my brother, but I must have
you. If only I had the strength that I need. It is
bad that I cannot eat of the bonito, for then I
could have the strength. But tonight I will have
the 'little smoke,' and now I must fast."
Then Santiago collapses from starvation and
dreams of a 100-foot tall gnat with glowing green
eyes squirting the sand of an African shore through
his toes. The spectacle of Santiago invoking the
"little smoke" and changing himself into the marlin at the end of the fisherman's line topped off the
incongruity. No, Don Juan and the old man just
wouldn't get along.
Newton's apple couldn't have thumped his skull
more heartily than the thought which, thanks to
Hemingway, crashed through mine. The reason for
my reverse Midas' touch, the reason the literature
of the sixties and seventies has so mysteriously
turned into grade B trash in my hands was because
I was thinking Hemingwayesque about Castenada. I
was thinking overdose and bummer trips about
brujos changing into crows, positive and negative
poles about cadillacs inspired by thunderbirds.

* * * * *

My erratic mind searched for verification and
landed on Jerzy Kosinski's The Painted Bird. My
fresh understanding of the gulf that yawned between Hemingway and Castenada had not entirely
resolved the frustration I felt while reading Kosinski's work, but at least I was able to comprehend
the author's viewpoint.
The Painted Bird is a very strange novel about an
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imagine Papa chuckling scornfully at the PhD
theses, Hemingway and the Seven Sharks, Santiago
and Christ: a Study in Mormonology, that arose
from his wry sense of humor. I wish he were alive
and could read Kosinski's masterpiece. In Bird the
orphan's arms are stretched out between a couple
of meathooks as Garbos' dog snaps at his legs
which are painfully tucked out of reach. The
beast's name? Judas, of course. Papa would have
loved it.
The point is, The Painted Bird doesn't make
sense. I know this is true, because I naively recommended the novel for my English department's
perusal. At this book club meeting Kosinski was
nobly denounced for his "negative" point of view.
Not wishing to deny the teachings of either the
Smog Monster or Sealab 2020 I joined in the
fracas.
"Even when Benjy wails soundlessly in Faulkner's Sound and Fury," said I while munching a
star-shaped party cracker, "we believe in man, in
his power, in his ability to endure."
"But Kosinski drags us through the garbage
dump," reponded another, "and asks us to believe

that man is worth little more than a sagging,
squeaky sofa."
The blonde perched cross-legged on the faded
green hassock interspersed the conversation with
several bleech's, arghh's, and eech's which made
her general disgust with Kosinski'.s versatile imagination perfectly clear.
The heart of the matter, I think; is this. All of us
approached the novel with as many hopelessly
wrong questions as Castenada flailed his teacher
with. We were, in a word, trying to approach a
sixties novel with a fifties mentality, trying to
comprehend thunderbird lore by taking an interim
course in electricity.
It strikes me as utterly ironic that a mere two,
three days after that discussion Time magazine,
emblazoned with "SPECIAL SECTION Second
Thoughts About Man" perched above the head of
Libya's Strongman Gaddafi, arrived in my mailbox.
The April 2 article so well mirrors the frustration
Kosinski left us with, the log rolling act I was
caught in, that I found myself constantly peeking
around the corner, looking for some mention of
Castenada's Teachings. Any reference to the work
was, alas, missing, but the magazine's discovery
that much of our confusion was due to "a deep,
even humble perception that man and his universe
are more complex than he recently thought" was a
familiar note.
Our traditional, precise world is falling apart,
Time rhapsodized with the whimsical tone it usually reserves for the latest exploits of Ms Mitchell.
Its elaborate layout, its blood-red announcement
of the "SPECIAL SECTION" reminded the faithful Time reader, namely myself, of two issues, the
"Sex in the U S" article of the sixties that mother
nervously tucked under the sofa and the later "Is
God Dead?" publication done up in black as if the
magazine's staff planned on leading the funeral
entourage.
Yes, Time was proud of itself. There was no
doubt about that. It promised to pull off another
biggie that would join the pens of Billy Graham
and John Lennon in the "Letters" column. It
promised to search "the unfamiliar world of Eastern mysticism" and to "examine the growing public indifference-even hostility-to technological
achievements." Perhaps, Time hinted, drumbeats
cause rain after all, and perhaps, just perhaps,
Castenada really did tum in to a crow.
That is a "perhaps" that we, seated around an
eight ninety-five cardboard trunk littered with
cracker crumbs and rumpled copies of The Painted
Bird, refused to face. But the time has come. All of
us fascinated but unhappily frustrated with contemporary literature are going to have to admit
that past attempts to magnify, interpret, or enlarge
reality through writing have turned into a wholesale effort to turn the world that we know upside
down.
Kosinski's Painted Bird offers an excellent exam-

ple of this upheaval. Twenty years ago, after fighting a Dostoyevskian battle with his conscience, the
orphan would have tossed his captor into a sea of
rats and watched his soul rise agonizingly from the
shadows of the bunker. At this time the wraith
would have solemnly knelt, crossed himself three
times, and whispered "God rest his soul. Amen."
In contrast, the Polish historian leaves us with a
''bluish-white skeleton of the carpenter, partly de- .
fleshed and partly covered with shreds of reddish
skin and gray clothing." While "the truly great
authors" elevated man above our mediocre plane
of reality, Kosinski reverses the tables, inverts reality, and magnifies our own depravity.
Now it's a relatively simple matter to call Kosinski's perspective depraved or warped. But it is,
perhaps, just as irrelevant to say, "I threw The
Painted Bird into the garbage can and the garbage
walked out" as it would be to call Don Juan an
insane fool. Kosinski's work and much of contemporary literature have been dealing, to borrow a
phrase from Castenada, with "non-ordinary reality."
In Being There, a novel written by Kosinski in
1971, Chauncey Gardiner's state of non-ordinary

reality is the result of his having observed all of life
through his television set. After the death of his
benefactor Chauncey's antics mock the boobtube's perspective. Then, struck by a passing auto,
he drizzily awaits the next scene. Assaulted by a
sex-starved banker's wife, Gardiner remains nervously aloof, for television's lack of X-rated movies
has resulted in his complete impotence.
So I had a choice. I could either decide that
Kosinski's curious creation and those of his seditious literary partners have insisted on mysteri-
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ously distorting, warping, and thoroughly overturning reality, or their efforts could be hesitantly
explained as dealing with states of non-ordinary
reality. It was log straddling time again. Labelling
Kosinski as a "nut" was relatively simple; to find
method in the madness was no easier for me than it
was for Castenada.

*

* * * *

The solemn pronouncement of a time lapse that
mish-mashes Billy Pilgrim's past and present into
the nightmarish vision of Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse-Five became, if not understandable, at
least comprehensible. Vonnegut's by now celebrated vision of WW II bombers sucking up their
deadly load and returning it to the earth from
whence it came does not invite the reader to ask
skeptical or traditional questions. On the contrary,
it demands that we substitute fantasy for reality,
thunderbirds for electricity, the crow's flight for an
overdose of drugs.
Similarly, Vonnegut's God bless you, Mr. Rosewater does not ask us to judge the fat, drunken

benefactor as insane. Rather, it demands that we
reject the logical games of stocks and bonds and
substitute for them a child's whimsy, the fantastic
world of a grinning, drunken sot who distributes
money with equal measures of grace and carelessness and who blesses the Rosewater County Fire
Department with the world's largest air raid siren.
Mr Rosewater is no more the hero of Vonnegut's
farce than are Hemingway's sharks. The difference
is that while Hemingway paints his villains black,
Vonnegut adorns his fool with trails of glory. Today we reverse the tables like a child with a flipflop combination blackboard-pegboard. Today we
have anti-heroes and are asked to believe in them
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with as much faith as we believed in Santiago's
strength and endurance twenty years ago.

* * *

*

*

For lack of a better accolade I shall call this
dramatic shift in perspective, this gulf between
Hemingway and subsequent American authors,
"The Don Juan Evasiveness Gap." The discovery of
this gap has not only provided me with a convenient apology for much of what was formerly
incomprehensible in contemporary literature, but.
it has brought an effective halt to the darkest
chapter in my life, the Brautigan Dilemma. For this
reason alone I feel that the Gap deserves close and ·
serious consideration.
The Brautigan Dilemma began last year when I
wandered listlessly through Walden Book Store
feeling, as usual, very stupid and un-hip.
"I gotta catch up on some contemporary lit," I
said hopefully.
Barb, my sister, who works at Walden, looked at
me smugly, wrinkled her forehead, tapped the
counter top, and searched for the most hip author
she could find.
"Brautigan ! " she exclaimed.
"Yeah," I said nervously.
"You've got to read Brautigan . . . um, Trout
Fishing in America and, ah, how about The Abortion: An Historical Romance?"
I solemnly watched the cash register jing up
about five dollars and left. I saw Barb grinning like
the witch at the door of Hansel and Gretel's cookie
castle.
I read The Abortion first, rather than Trout
Fishing, because it has a very sexy broad on its
cover. I suspect this is a rough indication of the
sophistication with which I deal with the work of
today's authors. Despite its traditional cover, it is a
very weird book. I hesitate to call it a novel. The
work's setting is an L A library which stocks only
original manuscripts. One of the manuscripts is My
Trike by Chuck. Another is The Culinary Dostoevski by James Falon, a cookbook of recipes collected from the Russian's novels. The librarian falls
in love with Vida Kramer, a stunningly beautiful
girl with black hair like "bat lightning." Vida's
problem is that she is constantly being wolfwhistled while walking down the street; her body is
a constant source of embarrassment to her. "I"
gives her a Milky Way bar, fortunately succeeds in
rescuing Vida from her complex, and unfortunately impregnates her in the process. They both
fly off to Mexico for an abortion.
Terrence Malley's Richard Brautigan politely informed me that "the library is a metaphor for
America itself, and that its sequence of timid,
strange, insecure librarians are comic equivalents of
American presidents." Malley 's comment made as
little sense as Brautigan's "novel" did. But even

though both the novel and its commentary were
largely incomprehensible to my traditional mentality, The Abortion was amusing. I carefully suspended my disbelief and enjoyed the work as I did
the adventures of Jack scrambling down the beanstalk or Rapunzel unravelling her golden locks.
That is why I smiled chesirely when Barb, my
wife, said, "This book is stupid."
"What book?"
"Trout Fishing in America. This guy spends an
irrelevant paragraph talking about what warm
thoughts a ramshackle outhouse must have in

memory of an old guy who crapped in it 9,745
times. That's just garbage."
"Well ... ," I yawned while trying to think of an
appropriate reply.
"Garbage," she intoned.
"Well," I repeated, "Brautigan is a very wellknown contemporary author. As a matter of fact
Trout Fishing in America has always been recog- .
nized as a very with-it book."

"So? The Arab terrorists are very well-known
contemporary gunmen."
"Look," I replied, becoming annoyed with my
wife's obvious lack of respect for such a hip
author, "Look, Brautigan has a different way of
looking at life. Life changes and lit changes; Brautigan merely mirrors that change."
Two days later Trout Fishing had the dubious
distinction of being the first paper back that left
my hand in anger since I hurled Six Centuries of
Great Poetry at Dewey Blauwkamp. Dewey had
the audacity to highlight my inability to teach six
centuries of great poetry in nine weeks flat by
conversing during my rendition of Ben Johnson's
"Drink to me Only with Thine Eyes."
Brautigan 's Dilemma engulfed me. How could I
hurl aside the renowned work of a great author
with such unceremonious disgust? How could I
face the expectations of my eager students with
confidence again? How could I call myself a teacher of English and literature?
I dreamt that an angry mob of former brothers
in English dragged me out of my house and into
the street. They were led by Dan DeVries, who
gripped a copy of Trout Fishing in one hand and
three volumes of Castenada, all original hardback
editions, in the other. Behind Dan a ·tall blond
staggered under the weight of a green plastic garbage can filled with paperback copies of Kosinski's
The Painted Bird.
I was strung up on ·a pair of rusty meathooks.
Wheelbarrows full of crisp, clean copies of The Old
Man and the Sea were dumped at my feet and set
ablaze. "I can 't!" I wailed, "I can't understand
Trout Fishing in America! I don't get it!" Flames
scorched my twitching toes and licked hungrily at
my knee caps. "I'm sorry," I moaned, "I'm sorry."
The nightmare has finally ended. Don Juan's
Evasiveness Gap explains it all. I still don't understand the. outhouse soliloquy or the rationale for a
library crammed with unpublished manuscripts,
but the Gap has granted me the patience to accept
Brautigan's belief that outdoor johns remember
their patrons and that Vonnegut has every right to
his dream of born bs returning to the good mother
earth-just as much right as Don Juan has to truly
believe his apprentice turned into a crow upon
partaking of the "little smoke."
The next time Barb, my sister, maliciously asks
what I thought of Virgins Wear Hubcaps Too or
The Floating Ostrich I need no longer admit my
abysmal lack of understanding of contemporary lit.
I shall ceremoniously seat myself on a convenient
prune crate or within the luxury of a sagging sofa,
rub my chin with my fingers, and say, "A totally
alien perspective, isn't it? I'll have to learn the
language some day." Or "VonKrubleski certainly
recognizes the inadequacy of traditional literary
solutions to the problems of modern man, doesn't
he?"
I can already see her nodding happily.
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Quick!
catch that purple dragonfly
before it slips away
above the rushing seaweed water
from our island
high with gold grass
too late
it flutters away
stops a moment
to become a memory jewel
suspended between heaven
and the bouncy tops of trees

Tomorrow

it's
times like this
-when the mind grows dull
and the fine deep scars of living
are abruptly uncovered
in splashes of yellowsun
light
flickering through the lattice
of the crawling ivy vinethat you must stop
and remember the day
for there will never be one like it
again
Tomorrow
the green furls of the ivy vine will
hide the scars again
but never the memory of living

by Kathleen Speyers
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So
catch the day before it melts away
as mist
in the brilliance of the Sun

The Fine Arts and the Curriculum
An Exploratory Essay
by Clarence Walhout ·
Traditionally in American colleges English departmen ts have been linked with philosophy and history in the group of departments called the humanities. At Calvin, however, the humanities category
has been dissolved; English is classified as one of
the fine arts; and philosophy, history, and religion
form a new category called the contextual disciplines. From one point of view this new curricular
division, instituted in 1967 along with the 4-1-4
program, has been healthy because it recognizes
English as one of the fine arts; but it has also had
its deleterious effects, for the fine arts are treated
differently from the contextual disciplines and as a
consequence English has lost its traditional ties
with philosophy and history. It is not my purpose
to delineate these differences and their questionable effects, though I may observe in passing that
the difficulty that the faculty recently had in
determining the fine arts requirements for professional programs at Calvin is symptomatic of the
problems the new curricular division has created.
Whatever ill effects there may be in the present
curricular design can be traced to prior assum ptions about the nature of the arts and their relationship to other disciplines. What I wish to do,
therefore, is to examine the curricular philosophy
which at present appears to govern the fine arts
and their place in the college's academic program.
This philosophy, as everyone at Calvin knows, is
set forth in the volume entitled Christian Liberal
Arts Education (CLAE), a cooperative product of
the faculty published in 1970. By common consensus this book is an excellent document, but even its
black binding does not give it infallibility, and
perhaps because it is with us in such a permanent
form, there is good reason constantly to challenge
and question and test it.
CLAE states its conception of the fine arts very
succinctly:
Throughout the ages men have ... recognized
the joy and delight which arts can introduce
into the life of man. But they have also recognized that in the arts are to be found some of
the most profound and captivating expressions of man's understanding of the sense of
human existence. (p 82)
The statement sounds true and innocuous enough
and as a general view of what the role of the arts
has been in human history , it offers nothing imme-
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diately objectionable. But as a statement of the
nature of art-one which is given in the context of
a serious investigation into the nature of education
and the academic disciplines-it is hardly adequate;
indeed, it seems in its phraseology to spring from
conceptions which are highly debatable at the least
and from the point of view of contemporary literary theory terribly one-sided.
In the first place the initial association made
with the arts is "joy and delight." Now no one
would want to argue against the view that the arts
provide some of the deepest joy and pleasure of
which human beings are capable. Nevertheless, the
statement perpetuates the conventional and popular notion that the arts are basically "the frosting
on the cake," the dimension of life that leads to
pleasure rather than truth, entertainment rather
than understanding, appreciation rather than insight. It is the view that sees art as essentially a
frill, an addendum, a desirable but peripheral element in human understanding.
The inadequacy of this view will be pursued
later, but it may be observed that even in pragmatic terms the view provides a feeble guideline for
curricular philosophy. It is clear that many people-not to say students and faculty-do not find
the arts a great source of "joy and delight." Nor is
there any reason to suppose they should. A philosopher may find infintely more delight in his speculations, a scientist in his experiments, a sociologist
in his study of social problems. Furthermore, if
delight were to be a primary consideration, one
would probably range the arts in the order of
music, painting, literature (with poetry being the
prize of relatively few); yet traditionally the liberal
arts have placed more emphasis on literature than
the other arts. The quality of delight seems to have
very little if anything to do with curriculum.
In the second place CLAE states that "in the
arts are to be found some of the most profound
and captivating expressions of man's understanding
of the sense of human experience." Again, nothing
is apparently objectionable. Certainly the arts are
often profound and are almost always captivating
to those who encounter them. Nevertheless, the
statement uses terminology which is vague and
which may be interpreted as perpetuating another
misconception of the nature of art. The two ambiguous terms are understanding and sense. If understanding be taken to mean a conceptual and abstract apprehension of reality, as it ordinarily is,
and if sense, too, carries the connotation of rational apprehension, then the statement implies
that art is one of the vehicles through which men
express or communicate their ideas. Such a view
has rightfully become odious to students of literature as well as to students of the other arts. It
assumes first that art is a means of communicating
something that is not art, and second that it communicates or is expressive of propositional
thought. It is seen simply as a vehicle, a means, a
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conduit through which flow the streams of conceptual understanding. It sees art not as something
having a status and integrity of its own but as
something dependent on and subservient to man's
power of conceptual thought.
This view of art is the serious misconception
that I wish to deal with. If it is not implied by
CLAE and if CLAE only meant to suggest informally and not substantially some of the notions
behind its specific proposals, still the subject bears
investigation because of its importance not only
for curricular theory but for curricular practice.
Before examining the question in detail we may
again suggest several pragmatic reasons for the inadequacy of the view. First, the only art which
seems amenable to this view is literature. It has
always been difficult to state how the non-verbal
arts of painting and music express man's understanding of his world if understanding means propositional thought. Music expresses something, but
that something seems not to be reducible to propositional formulation. Thus music does not appear
to be expressive of ideas or concepts. Perhaps the
subordinate role that music and painting have
played through the years in a liberal arts college is
owing to this misconception of the nature of art.
Secondly, this view seems to grow out of the
rationalistic tradition of Western culture, particularly since the Renaissance. Unaccustomed to nonrational ways of perceiving or "understanding"
reality, we tend as modern men to regard ideas as
definitive of human achievement and education as
equivalent to conceptual understanding.
But this view of education may be challenged,
not in order to alter the structure of traditional
education but to analyze more clearly what it is
that we have actually been doing, at least in the
area of the fine arts. In order to examine the
question at hand I would like to engage first in a
bit of art criticism and then to draw some conclusions about curricular matters. I choose for my test
case a poem by William Butler Yeats called "The
Wild Swans at Coale." The poem goes as follows:
The trees are in their autumn beauty,
The woodland paths are dry,
Under the October twilight the water
Mirrors a still sky;
Upon the brimming water among the stones
Are nine-and-fifty swans.
The nineteenth autumn has come upon me
Since I first made my count;
I saw, before I had well finished,
All suddenly mount
And scatter wheeling in great broken rings
Upon their clamourous wings.
I have looked upon those brilliant creatures,
And now my heart is sore.
All's changed since I, hearing at twilight,

The first time on this shore,
The bell-beat of their wings above my head,
Trod with a lighter tread.

he sees the swans fly up, they represent to him the
contrasting images of action and power and energy .
He is associated with the woods, they with the
open air; he with stillness, they with "clamorous
Unwearied still, lover by lover,
wings"; he with forest paths, they with " great
They paddle in the cold
broken rings"; he with the images reflected in the
Companionable streams or climb the air;
water, they with the flight into the sky itself. The
Their hearts have not grown old;
dimension of time is emphasized by his memory of
Passion or conquest, wander where they will,
the past; and whereas he is aware of change in his
Attend upon them still.
own )ife, the swans apparently are immortal.
Though literally, of course, they go through their
But now they drift on the still water,
own cycles of birth and death, it is as if in the
Mysterious, beautiful;
poet's experience they are always there; they reAmong what rushes will they build,
main the same in number and they look the same
By what lake's edge or pool
every time he visits the lake at Coale. The images
Delight men's eyes when I awake some day
of the poem, then, begin to suggest the contrasts
To find they have flow away?
between time and eternity, change and permanence. The contrasts do not.,end here. Through the
In order to pursue our investigation in relationship
years the swans remain unwearied whereas the
to CLAE we may address ourselves to the question
poet's heart is sore; they are still together as lovers
of whether this poem is expressive of man's underwhereas his heart has grown old. The swans also are
standing of the sense of human existence. It is
capable of the flexibility that the poet has lost, for
apparent immediately that the poem consists of
he envies their ability to
descriptive observations
live in both water and air,
about a concrete situation
"The arts communicate
to both "paddle" and
in which a man, while ob"climb," to be capable of
serving the woodlands in
primarily in terms of im ages
passion and conquest as
the autumn season, sudwell as of driftingon thestill
denly sees a flock of geese
and not propositions.,,
water. They are beings
fly up from a pond. This
who inhabit a world in
observation stimulates his
memory of a similar event many years previous,
which it is possible to achieve both force and order
and the contrast between the present event and
whereas he feels he is losing the force of life and
past events causes a sadness which leads him to
hence finding order only in the quietness of lost
make some detailed observations about the behavenergy. As the swans become for the poet images
1or of the geese and to reflect on the fact that geese
of a kind of life that he has lost through time, he
will live on even after he has aged ( or perhaps
sees them as "mysterious" and "beautiful." In
died). Some of the statements in the poem may,
those two abstract words, coming at the climax of
perhaps, be regarded as conceptual or proposihis concrete observations of the swans, we sense
tional-statements, for example, like "All's
the deep longing for renewed energy, the anguish
over lost youth, the deep awe of something now
changed" or "Passion or conquest ... Attend upon
far removed from him, the inability to grasp fully
them still"-but at best these are discrete statethe meaning of his own experience. And he ends
ments about particular elements of the experience;
with a cry, perhaps tinged with irony, which exthere is no conceptual statement about the meanpresses his despair and sorrow. These swans, which
ing of the experience as a whole and no conceptual
have been for him throughout his life images of all
statement expressing man's "sense of his existhat he longs fo~energy, power, action, passion,
tence."
love as well as beauty, quietness, peace, and permaYet the poem expresses, to use the language of
nence-he will someday lose when age fully overCLAE, a "profound and captivating" picture of the
takes him. The swans will fly away, not only literlife of man (or of a particular man). We note, for
ally but by the end of the poem symbolically, that
example, that the poem takes place in the autumn
is, as images of the life that has departed from him;
of the year and the twilight of the day, appropriately for a man who is aging and reflecting on the
and he sees that when they do they will survive and
passing of time. We notice, too, that the paths ar~
become images for others. His loss and the thought
dry and the water and sky are still, forming a
of others replacing him as watchers of the swans
setting which contrasts to the sudden motion of
are almost too great to bear.
the swans and their associations with the water. As
Now what do we say about this poem in relawe see the poet comparing himself to the swanstionship to CLAE's statement about the fine arts?
perhaps compellingly drawn to them as suggested
We could propose that the poem expresses Yeat's
by his accurate counting-we sense that his life,
understanding of change and permanence as it relike the autumn woods, is dry, still, and dim. When
lates to the inevitable process of growing old and
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that the sorrows of time are a part of his sense of
the meaning of human existence. But could we say
that such a statement adequately comprehends
what the poem expresses? The richness of imagery,
the subtle movements of perception and feeling,
the concrete representation of meaning cannot be
captured in conceptual terms. And when we add to
the brief comments in our analysis our awareness
of the sure mastery of rhythms, the careful modulation of sound and rhyme, the power in the sequences of images, then we recognize that the
poem cannot be translated into other terminology.
It is not expressive of something else, but is itself a
rendition or transmutation of experience that can
at best be only approached or inadequately approximated by propositional language. The poem,
in short, like all art, is a way of perceiving, apprehending, and expressing experience that cannot be
achieved in any other way.
The poem does not, to pursue the issue further,
even end in what can be called understanding in a
propositional sense, for Yeats does not ask any
analytical question.s nor does he provide any propositions relating to such questions. Is there a view
of death or even a view of time? Is there any
generalization about love or passion or tranquility
or beauty? We might be tempted to extend the
poem into our own speculation about such topics,
and indeed such speculations and extensions may
be legitimate consequences of a study of the poem
and may be pursued in larger studies of Yeats, but
the poem itself simply presents an experience
which powerfully captures our imaginations. If we
can imaginatively enter the world which Yeats creates by his images, we sense that our experience is
·enriched and deepened (or educated); but that
deepening is not entirely accounted for by our
conceptual response to the poem. The poem is
more than its conceptual paraphrase.
i can now state simply and directly the first
conclusion I want to make: the arts communicate
primarily in terms of images and not propositions.
Conceptual parallels can be made, of course, but
they cannot construe the total imaginative experience ·of the work of art. The implication of this
conclusion for the curriculum is first of all that the
arts cannot be considered as vehicles for other
kinds of understanding but that they stand as independent entities, representing one way in which
human beings apprehend the world in which they
live and one way in which they attempt to articulate its meaning. The meaning in the arts is not in
essence propositional or conceptual or even rational in the traditional sense of that word but
stands alongside propositional meaning as an
equally valid way of responding to the world and ·
coming to grips with it. The meanings of art are
inherent in the patterns of images which are created, whether verbal, visual, or aural. We use concepts to aid us in analyzing and communicating
among ourselves about art but only in the same

way that :metaphors, for example, may be used to
clarify philosophical concepts. The philosophy is
not the metaphor; the poetry is not the concept.
A second conclusion is that works of art are
made by the association of images and that therefore the movement of art is in the direction of the
integration of experience. The word swan by itself
is not artistic; in Yeats' poem it is because it is seen
in relationship to other elements of the poet's
experience. Art depends on such association, and
in drawing upon various elements of life it becomes
essentially a discovery of meaningful relationships
in our experience. The implication of these simple
observations is that at its deepest and broadest
level art aims toward an integration of the totality
of the artist's experience of his world. Not every
artist achieves such breadth, of course, but perhaps
the standard of greatness in art is the extent to
which an artist succeeds in integrating the diverse
elements of his total experience. Shakespeare and
Milton are not great simply because of their verbal
or rhythmic powers but basically because of the
comprehensiveness of their personal vision.
Though this proposition deserves to be developed further, I wish to move on to the primary
task which is to draw conclusions about the curriculum. My discussion leads me to assert that the
arts in the scope of their concern are as broad as
any of the other disciplines which are concerned
with the integration and wholeness of human experience. Specifically, this means that the scope of
the arts is closer to the scope of philosophy and
history than it is to the scope of physics or psychology. Indeed, I am suggesting that the special
significance which CLAE gives to philosophy (and
also to history) is not wholly justified. Concerning
philosophy, CLAE states, "Where other disciplines
deal with limited aspects of reality, philosophy
attempts to show. how these various aspects and
these various studies are inter-connected." I believe
that the powers ascribed to philosophy subsequently in CLAE are not factitious ones, but I
question whether all other disciplines deal with
limited aspects of reality and that no others are
concerned with how the elements of reality are
connected and integrated. Art and history are also
concerned with the relationships among the various
aspects or dimensions of life, though their
approaches are not primarily conceptual and abstract.
Two objections might be made: first, that the
fine arts departments deal with artifacts as their
special concern and not with reality as a whole,
and second, that only philosophy is concerned
with showing how the various disciplines are interconnected. The first objection is misleading. It is
true that fine arts departments are concerned with
artifacts, but the previous discussion has argued
that artifacts are imaginative creations which express the artist's concern with the integration of
the diverse elements of his experience, and it is the
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experience that is rendered that interests the student of the arts, not the artifact as an autonomous
object. To conceive of fine arts departments as
concerned simply with the artifact as object is to
place him in a role articulated most clearly by
Northrop Frye. Frye's approach to scholarship in
the arts is based on the principle that literary
criticism is and ought to be a discipline comparable
to the disciplines of the natural and social sciences.
This means that the empirical data for investigation
is the artifact, just as the data for economists is the
economic systems in society or as the data for
chemists is the chemical composition of the natural
world. His assumption has led him to what is
perhaps the most thoroughgoing and comprehensive analysis of literary form in our century. It is a
system based entirely on empirical observation of
the formal characteristics of literature as it has
been produced over the centuries. It is an amazing
achievement, perhaps one of the great intellectual
achievements of our age. But the systematic analysis of Frye has not provided literary scholars with a
completely satisfying approach to the study of art,
and the reason is not that Frye is several levels
above his nearest intellectual competitor but that
his system is based on a debatable and to many
people erroneous assumption about the nature of
scholarship in the arts. Frye is con_c erned with
artifacts apart from the total experience of the
artist which is expressed in the artifact. His concern with empirical data analyzed within the
boundaries of a ·discipline restricted to one limited
aspect of reality has not succeeded in giving the
arts their disciplinary model. The reason is that art,
like philosophy, is concerned with how people
render or express their vision of the wholeness of
their experience and not only with formal data
which can be empirically.observed.
Furthermore it may be suggested that an artifact
is simply a human construct and not equivalent to
the term work of art. What, for example, is the
difference between a poem written down and a
philosophical treatise? One is an artistic work and
one is a conceptual work, but both are human
constructs using language as their medium of articulation and communication. One is an imagistic
artifact, the other is a conceptual artifact.
Artistic artifacts are essentially patterns of
images and as such they are analogous to conceptual patterns for the philosopher. Experience
may be rendered, interpreted, given meaning, articulated in two ways: conceptually and imagistically.
The parallel between philosophy and art may be
extended. The philosopher-scholar is concerned
with concepts, conceptual systems, and the history
of conceptual thought; the artist-scholar is concerned with images, works of art, the history of
artistic expression. The philosopher who engages in
original speculations is parallel to the artist who
creates original art. Both the study of philosophy
and the study of art are concerned with relation-
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ships, but the student of philosophy in terms of
concepts and the student of art in terms of images.
The second objection, that only philosophy is
concerned with showing how the various disciplines are "inter-connected," needs clarification.
The statement as given is true, but the concern
with disciplines is a concern with education and
curricular structure and comes properly under the
conceptual purview of philosophy. It is, however,
only one among many of the conceptual tasks of
philosophy and is not to be identified as such with
the broader concern with ·the relationships of concepts themselves or with relationships among the
areas of human experience. For example, to be
concerned with the relationship of religious experience to psychological experience is very different
from being concerned with the curricular relationship between the departments of religion and
psychology. The latter may be dependent on the
former, but the curricular concern is a very particular conceptual concern which represents ·conclusions based on prior and larger conceptual concerns. Thus, the curricular question is properly a
concern of the discipline of philosophy, but it does
not follow that only philosophy is concerned with
the relationships among the areas of human experience. These, I believe, are the concern of the arts as
well. Yeats' poem, for example, certainly is concerned with perceptual, affective, psychological,
social, and even moral and religious experience and
the relationships among them. The fact that this
coricern is not primarily conceptual or propositional is what places the arts in a role different
from the role of philosophy, but if the images of
art cannot be reduced to or made equivalent to
concepts and propositions, then the arts take a
parallel position with respect to philosophy and
not a subordinate or less comprehensive one.
What I have been arguing may be summed up as
follows: the arts do not fit the pattern of those
disciplines which are concerned with limited segments of reality, but rather they fit the pattern of
the integrative and comprehensive discipline of philosophy. A similar pattern, I believe, is fulfilled by
the discipline of history, which like philosophy is
concerned with the totality of the human enterprise and like the arts is concerned with this totality in terms of images rather than concepts. The
difference between history and the arts is obviously that the images of art are imaginative constructs whereas· the images of history are not. By
this I mean that both the historian and the artist
are concerned with the uniqueness of their subjects
as particular images, but that the historian's point
of reference or standard for reconstructing the
image is the reality of documented evidence whereas the standard for the artist's creation is his own
imagination or subjective view of the meaning of
the image he produces. Philosophy and the arts are
associated with history also because they both are
historical disciplines. Both philosophical and artis-

tic forms of expression as they find articulation at
any given time are posited on the history of such
forms which have gone before. Perhaps it is best to
conceive of history as standing between philosophy
and the arts, since history in its universality embodies the history of thought and the history of art
as well as the history of institutions, nations,
rulers, and the like. In any case, all three are
inescapably historical.
Perhaps one of the reasons why CLAE has
placed the fine arts at some remove from philosophy and history in the curriculum is that on the
surface philosophy seems to be no more than a
distant relative of music and painting. But while
this may seem to be true, it has been shown that
the arts in general are in their fundamental concerns very close kin of philosophy and history. The
fallacy of their separation in the curriculum is seen
most clearly in the way CLAE handled the curiously ambivalent position which departments of
literature (English) have traditionally held in liberal
arts colleges. On the one hand most theorists agree
that literature is one of the arts; yet on the other
hand English, as has been noted in the introduction, has traditionally been separated from the
other arts and placed with philosophy and history
in the category of the humanities. This ambivalence is evident even within English departments
themselves in the continuing debate between the
historical scholars and the new critics, the biographical mode and the aesthetic mode, the "history of ideas" approach to literature and the "art
for_ art's sake" approach. By placing English with
the Fine Arts, CLAE has sided with the aesthetic
approach, but by saying that it "occupies a somewhat special position here" it perpetuates the am-

bivalence. CLAE has sidestepped rather than solved
the problems related to the place of English in the
curriculum because it has failed to base its judgments on a thoroughgoing statement about the
nature of the arts. There need be and should be no
ambivalence in the placement of English in the
curriculum, just as there need be no division in
literary studies between the historical, biographical, "ideas" critics on the one hand and the structural, formal, aesthetic critics on the other. Literature is one of the fine arts, but as one of the arts it
is closely related to philosophy and history in the
ways discussed in this essay. The fact that literature is a verbal art relates it more closely and more
obviously than the other arts to philosophy, and
this fact also has implications for the structure of
the curriculum, but the point here is that the arts
hold, as a group· of disciplines, a parallel and complementary relationship to philosophy and history.
Finally I would like to make a few specific
observations about the present curricular structure
at Calvin. First of all, the division of departments
into the contextual disciplines, the natural sciences, the social sciences, the fine arts, and the
foreign languages seems invalid. Particularly the
separation of foreign literature from these are questionable. If the view presented in this essay has any
merit, it would seem that philosophy, history, and
literature should appear as three equal and complementary ways of seeing human experience in terms
of its wholeness and that core requirements in the
curriculum should be determined in the light of
these considerations. The curricular relationships
might be suggested diagrammatically as follows
(expanded presumptuously to include other disciplines as well):

HISTORICAL DISCIPLINES
IMAGISTIC

CONCEPTUAL
PHILOSOPHY

LITERATURE

HISTORY

RELIGION-THEOLOGY

VISUAL ARTS
MUSIC

NATURAL

SCIENTIFIC DISCIPLINES

HUMAN

MATHEMATICS

PSYCHOLOGY
SOCIOLOGY

ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES

PHYSICS
CHEMISTRY

POLITICAL SCIENCE
ECONOMICS

BIOLOGY

SPEECH-LINGUISTICS

SKILLS
FOREIGN LANGUAGES
(first two years)

PER FOR MANCE COURSES

Writing
Speaking
Theater

Film-making
Studio Arts
Band, Orchestra, Choir, etc.
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The First Coming
You came a long way
to see what I am
I hope your trip was filled
with happy things;
Did you see birds
on the wires? Were
they not a joy? Is it not a
joy to see frenetic
little beings
all people-like,
side to side, back to back,
rocking corks on a
tautening string?
Did you see
a hawk-maybe its shadow
swirled across your line of sight,
maybe you screwed your face
around, fitted it between
the windshield and the dash,
screwed your eyes around
and from your little hothouse saw
the unflappable bird
ad min istrati ng
with a slight wish-wash of
painter's brush
on the canvas of the air?
Or ground squirrels: did you
see them? They are such
a fine diversion, how they
run, the way their little paws
go cricky-tack each time
they find a nut, the way they
kamikaze at your car
and make the children scream, the
way they save themselves
each time;
I hope your hips did not grow
sore; the maps
did not revolt? No
family quarrels, I hope
or personal vexation?
(Good God, you came so far
to see me-I hope, your trip, was
filled with happy things)
Randall Vander Mey
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the reasoning primitive
for rick stravers
after
crossing the ocean twice by air
living for a while in holland
keeping house with water & sea
fogs & great white cities colored
shirts dark shoes & bicycles all
the compaction & busyness
the sound of it made your ears spin
& these your many lovers made
you ache for the chastity &
calm of this black & great muckland
i thought
of you here before your return
tall fatter than you were in fact
& how the first day back in the
celery your back & knees stretched
out later defining at beer
over supper chiarscuro
& still later watching you pick
your fingernails clean with a match
i mentioned how tidy & small
you appeared than i remembered
that came
you said of being too long in
too small a place & that you said
as you crossed your body in two
several many places is why
you had to come back here to this
peculiar water & black earth
here in darkness to th is quiet
& also why your old father
refused a burial in wood
& why finally you could not stand
to be any longer inside
the compaction of your body
Robert D Swets

Literature and Publishing:
The Art Versus the Industry

Specialization is needed
to save a troubled marriage;
"little presses" may hold promise

by Mark VanHalsema

Publishing is a field open to the highest creative
possibilities and the greatest artistic failures. It is
unfortunate that when creative possibilities are
achieved they sometimes go unrecognized. Why
does much good contemporary literature not even
reach the audience for which it was written, while
less important works are promoted by all manner
of advertising acclaim? Perhaps the answer lies in
the structure of the publishing industry itself, for
large publishing firms must often operate with a
mercantile perspective foreign to the art which
they try to promote. It may be that decentralization of the industry is necessary to end what some
consider to be the prostitution of art.
Publishing is basically an industry. The publisher
has ideas for sale and looks for a wide distribution
of these ideas at the lowest cost. Thus the
publisher holds a special position, since he has
power over the acceptance or rejection of various ·
art works and ideas. It would be naive to think that
the publisher is concerned mostly with the need
for a particular book. Instead of working in the
interests of authors who create material that leads
the public, the publisher concerns himself like any
businessman with public demand.
Publishers and booksellers can easily take advantage of "public demand," as their use of the best
seller lists illustrates. Once a particular book has
been admitted to these influential lists its financial
success and public reputation are insured. Among
the innumerable booklists published regularly
throughout the country, four are generally regarded as the most influential: The New York Times
Book Review, Time, Book World, and Publisher's
Weekly . Each of these lists maintains a heavy
reputation, but as J W Allen, a veteran of thirtyfour years in publishing, pointed out in the July 31
issue of Saturday Review, several little-known facts
about these lists radically modify their meaning
and reliability.
Perhaps the most scandalous fact which Allen
points out is the intentional distortion of best
seller lists through rigging. A bookseller may easily
hire phony buyers and thus create a false run on a
certain book. He might also "best seller" a book
because he happens to be overstocked. It is not
uncommon, either, for a publisher to use social
influence to help a book onto the list. Some
publishers make retail deliveries several months
prior to the official publication date, notes Allen.
That helps to explain the odd fact that Leon Uris'
Topaz, a 1967 best seller, was #1 for fiction at the
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very moment of its "official" publication. In this
case, the novel had to have been reported to the
lists at least two weeks prior to time when it
became available to the reading public.
To compound the matter, the book lists are
incomplete and inaccurate even when free from
such tampering. They are compiled on the basis of
bookstore statistics only. This seems reasonable
enough, since the lists only purport to be a
compilation of the best selling books. But bookstore statistics alone cannot indicate any book's
overall popularity, as the lists are generally assumed to do, since, Allen writes, " ... the list's
publishers, by limiting their sources of information
to bookstore statistics only, completely ignore
figures from by far the largest distributors of books
in the country: the libraries and the book clubs."
Libraries usually take up about eighty percent of a
publisher's total sales, Allen points out, and in a
library a book naturally has a wider circulation
than a single book sold in a bookstore. Yet the best
seller lists can only report a book's performance in
the over-the-counter market. Mail purchases, too,
make up a substantial amount of a publisher's
sales. According to Saturday Review statistics,
three of the larger Book clubs-Reader's Digest,
Literary Guild, and Book-of-the-Month-together
total some five million direct-by-mail purchasers of
new books sold at reduced prices. Thus, a book
club may easily distribute twice as many copies of
a single work than another book high on a best
seller list can ever hope to circulate. For example,
two Book-of-the-Month Club selections noted by
Allen, Lewis Mumford's The Myth of the Machine
and Dennis Bloodworth's An Eye for the Dragon,
were each distributed to at least 150,000 book
club readers, a far wider circulation than that of
many best sellers. Nor do the lists include the
equally voluminous sales of paperback books.
Much of the best seller lists' impact is due to an
ambiguity of meaning. Such lists may be regarded
as reflections of readers' tastes but may also be
mistaken as indications of the artistic importance
of certain books. This is equally true of the
National Book A wards, another potent device of
business-oriented publishers. This prize is generally
regarded as a great literary honor, yet the industry
originally conceived it for the promotion of its
own works. This mercantile invasion of the literary
world was looked upon then as merely a deceptive
form of advertising. In 1959, under an independent
organization called the National Book Committee,
Inc, the awards gradually lost their vulnerability
and rose in prestige and integrity.
But no matter how free from meddling the book
awards have become, the problems of "mixing
politics with art" have remained untouchable.
Christopher Lehmann-Haupt, in an amusing account of his experiences as a National Book A ward
Judge, published in the April 7, 1973, edition of
Saturday Review of the Arts, describes the work-
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ings of the award committee as a "slightly grimy
game having nothing to do with the excellence of
art." He writes further that he
thought it insulting to good books to elect them for
awards-to bring together disparate tastes on a three or
five man jury and expect anything but compromise to
result. I thought it wrong to mix politics with art.

The results are sometimes too ambiguous and
unfounded to have any integrity at all. As Lehmann-Haupt describes it,
Someone would say, "How about X? I think X is
terrific." And someone else would say, "Yes, by all

Thinking of You when You Leave
-for Bobby Swets
You speak of poetry
In metaphors
A song you might hum to yourself inside
When going to pick up a friend.
How would I grasp a poem
In snowy I ight
If I am not where you are
When a poet begins
To write?
Yet after you leave
I feel you still talking.
For a moment I see you
As you want to be seen
Your words incanted like a prayer
So intimate I cannot step
Into a vacant room alone.

Donald Mulder

means X." And the other three of us would look at
each other a bit fishy eyed, not quite wanting to admit
that we really hadn't had a chance to read X. So X
would go up there on the list of the ten books we
thought were terrific in 1971.

Of course, these criticisms do not apply to the
whole publishing world, and the problems with
which they deal can be solved without radical
change. For example, one way to improve the best
seller lists, and possibly the best answer outside of
eliminating them altogether, is to make them more
h~mest. Surely the publishing industry, commercially wedded to the lists, would never stand for
their abolition. But then it is all the more
important for the publishers and booksellers to
define the lists' limitations and specialize them to
increase their authority.
Specialization is a solution not only for external
problems such as advertising but for internal
problems as well. When publishing houses grow in
size and influence; they are in danger of reflecting
less and less the interests of the art world which is
their source of material. Business growth can
strangle ~he. artistic consciousness, breaking down
commumcation among author, publisher and reader.
Breakdown of communication occurs largely
because of a change of roles as the company grows.
The authors are no longer authors but suppliers.
The readers are no longer readers but consumers.
The publisher is no longer simply a publisher but a
business man. More and more he is tempted, even
. forced, to hold out not literature for profit, but
literature for profit. The company's perspective
changes as it must increase and protect its financial
!isks. A publisher may legitimately ' protect his
mvestments, but he should never let this concern
eclipse his foremost responsibility: the manufacture and distribution of quality literature. Having
to sell books to a vast reading public complicates
the problem, since the publisher is necessarily more
reluctant to publish the avant garde or controversial.
How may specialization be achieved? Larger
firms might start with a substantial reduction in
budgets and number of titles, but to attack the
problem at its root requires a more radical reformation. In view of the primary objective-the manufacture and distribution of quality literatureperhaps the best counter for any publisher is to
start out small and stay small; growing from time
to time as expediency allows, but never losing sight
of that primary objective.
S~ch_ a vision is less characteristic of the larger
pubhshmg houses than of small, private ones. Pilot
Press, a Grand Rapids based firm, is an interesting
example. Having its roots in a two year old
publishing ':'enture at Grand Valley State Colleges,
1t became Pilot Press in 1971 through the efforts of
several local writers, among them Ronnie M Lane,

Eric Greinke and Cor Barendrecht. Barendrecht is
no longer with Pilot Press but now works as
managing editor of Being Publications whose
inaugural edition was Professor Stanley Wiersma's
translation A Tourist Does Golgotha.
In a recent interview, Greinke pointed out that
Pilot Press was originally created to promote the
work of the various authors involved in the
venture. In this sense it functions, as do others of
th~ same genre, as a kind of voice for aspiring new
writers and frustrated old ones. For many if not all
writers today, without ready openings into some
kind of pu~lication, the prospects of recognition
are almost ml. Smaller presses like Pilot function as
the open door for these writers.
The prom~tional dealings of the smaller presses
are characterized as well by an attention to the
literary circuit, an awareness deeper and more
personal than larger firms can achieve. Most significantly, for . Pilot Press and others, integrity of
content does not infringe on integrity of manufacture. These small firms turn out products almost as
good i1:1 phrsic~l . quality as those produced by
larg~r firms m similar attempts. Pilot has published
a ~ighly successful anthology of Michigan poets
~hich has been sol~ to virtually every major library
m the state. Gremke's own recent volume of
poetry, The Last Ballet, has been nominated this
year to receive the 1972 Pulitzer Prize for letters.
Since its beginning in 1971, Pilot has collected
fifteen titles to its name and expects to increase
this to thirty-six within two years, making it one of
the fastest growing presses in the country. But
more importantly it serves to illustrate the broad
possibilities that a small press enjoys. Real growth
1s measured in terms of artistic understanding, and
"the literary purpose is first," says Greinke.
Thus the marriage of business with art when left
to increase without vision or principl~, has had
unfortunate effects on the literary arts. But with
increased specialization, decentralization and decre~sing scale both can flourish with integrity.
Claire Moore, of the Children's Underground Press
(New York), echoed this same perspective somewhat prophetically in the February, 1971, edition
of Craft Horizons:
I believe the breakdown of publishing as it now
stands, in the hands of the great centralized houses is
inevitable. There are signs of this happening. Gr~ss
roots publishing may be the direction of the future.
When publishing returns to the hands of the original
creators and the audience is not approached just to be
made use of, then books will begin to have a clean
fresh feel.
'

Art and business must work hand in hand but
each should maintain its proper role. When business becomes an extension of art, as it must in the
e~fec~ive distribution of literature, it must recogmze its proper and necessary subordination to the
artist.
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Art and Beauty in the Christian Life
Ugliness is more than just
unattractive- it's blasphemous

by Nicholas

·wolterstorff

As we the community of Christians seek the formation of an authentically Christian life-style, what
role should we give to the aesthetic dimension of
our lives, their instruments and their surroundings?
Probably this question sounds strange. The question you likely expected in its place was this: What
role should we give to works of art in our lives?
As members of contemporary Western society
we are accustomed to distinguish between the arts
and the rest of reality. Poetry, fiction, painting,
sculpture, music-these undoubtedly are to be
numbered among the arts. And perhaps some films
are, some architecture, some dance, etc.
In turn, we are accustomed within the arts to
think principally of those examples which belong
to high art. Or at least we are so accustomed if we
are college educated or in some other way inducted
into the cultured elite of our society.
Certainly we are not accustomed to think of our
lives as a whole, along with their instrumentalities
and surroundings, as having an aesthetic dimension
which merits attention and improvement.
Why is this? Why is it that we have not all along
regarded the aesthetic in general as our responsibility and delight?

I
Art can never be fully understood apart from an
understanding of its social context. In Western
society during the last couple of centuries we have
gradually erected a complex institution of high art.
The works of Beethoven and Stravinsky, of Renoir
and Pollock, did not just appear . Nor were they
produced for the church, or the government, or the
tribe. They were produced in order to serve a
function within our institution of high art.
It would take us too far afield to describe this
institution in any detail here. Suffice it to remark
that at its core is to be found a certain preferred
use for works of art-the use for aesthetic contemplation. Works of art produced for our institution of high art have all been works produced for
the purpose of being listened to, being looked at,
being read-in short, for the purpose of being aesthetically contemplated. Largely as a consequence
of this preferred_use the institution of high art has
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placed great premium on such features as originality, complexity, and permanence.
But, you ask, aren't all examples of the arts
produced for the purpose of aesthetic contemplation? The use which I have said is central to the
institution of high art-isn't this in fact the use for
which all examples of the arts are intended?
Not at all. Consider, for example, a hymn.
Surely this is not meant to be listened to. It.is not
intended that a small group of people shall perform
it and that. another group, characteristically larger,
shall sit -quietly listening to it. It is intended rather
that an entire group of people shall sing it. A hymn
is not intended to be performed by some and
contemplated by others. It is intended for participation by all. It is intended to function as an
instrument whereby a group of people can (better)
perform the act of praising God. A hymn is an
instrument of action, the action being one which is
radically different from that of aesthetic contemplation. As a result of this difference we prize
familiarity in hymns rather than novelty, simplicity
rather than complexity.
If one is to engage in aesthetic contemplation of
some example of the arts, certain special conditions must be satisfied. For one thing, leisure time
is required. One must have the leisure to cease
one's ordinary activities and just listen, just look,
just read. Obviously not everybody in our society
has such leisure; and of those who do, not all wish
to use it in this way. Thus for many people in our
society high art is a thoroughly dispensable luxury.
Or rather, high art when used in its intended way is
a dispensable luxury. For we in our society do feel
the need for background music; accordingly we put
Mozart to this use. And we in our society do feel
the need for wall decoration. Accordingly we put
Van Gogh to this use.
But more than leisure is required. If one is
satisfactorily to engage in contemplation one must
be able to leave the bustle of one's ordinary surroundings and enter a quiet library, a well-lighted
gallery, an acoustically correct auditorium. High
art in that way requires that one be separated from
life. The proper accomplishment of its intended
use requires that one be able to leave one's ordinary world and enter the special world of contemplation. (Aesthetic contemplation has deep affinities with mysticism.) The growth of the institution
of high art is intimately connected with the establishment, from roughly the beginning of the nineteenth century, of concert halls and museums dedicated to the preservation and proper display of
examples of the arts.
One more thing needs to be said here about the

institution of high art in our society. Those who
find it rewarding to participate in this institution
have al ways held prestige in our society. They have
not al ways held sufficient power to be able to get
society at large to pay for the concert halls and
museums and in other ways to subsidize the high
arts. But they have always managed to get society
at large to think of high art as the 'highest' manifestation of the arts. Elitism is endemic. As a result
our society thinks it is giving art and the aesthetic.
their due if it builds concert halls and libraries and
art galleries, while allowing all of us for most of
our lives and some of us for all of our lives to
experience nothing but aesthetic squalor.

II
The Christian's vision of wholeness in life must
lead him to regard such a society as profoundly
corrupt. A society laced through with such dichotomies cannot be what
God wants. Aesthetic
squallor wherever it occurs is as much a violation
of the true Shalom as injustice and bondage.
As a first step toward
reform we must observe
that though the high arts
do not pervade human
life, the arts in general certainly do. There is no society without music; and in
fact nobody in our own
society lives without music. There is no society
without visual decoration
and representation; and in
fact no body in our own
society lives without visual art. There is no society
without dance; and in fact
nobody in our own society lives without order
motion. There are societies without high art;
that is, without art intended for contemplation. And there are people
in our own society who
never make the intended
use of high art. But
the arts as such are to be found in every human
society and throughout every human society. Evidently they are not a dispensable luxury. God
made us so that we need art-and need to break
forth into art. Not necessarily high art. But art.
What need might it be that art as thus understood satisfies?
Basically I think two needs. As we observed
above, examples of the arts are instruments of

action. And throughout the ages men have discerned tqat many of the actions which they regarded as significant and important could not be
performed, or could not be well performed, without art. In that way they have found art necessary.
Men have wanted to praise God; they have discovered that music enabled them to do so better. Men
have wanted to express their griefs and celebrate
their joys; they have found that music enabled
them to do so better. Men have wanted to glorify
their great leaders; they have found that sculpture
enabled them to do so better. Men have wanted to
induce the gods to send rain for the crops; they
have thought that dance was for this indispensable.
Men have wanted to preserve the memory of their
acquaintances; they have found that visual depiction enabled them to do so better. And so on, and
on. Art is a valuable or indispensable instrument
for human action.
There is a second need which art satisfies. We
were made by God as
bodily creatures living in
the midst of a physical
world. This is how God
intended it. He intended
that we should be at home
here. We cannot find our
fulfillment in escape from
the
physical
sensory
'world and our bodies. If
· /we are going to find it at
i all we shall have to find it
\ among colors and sounds
and textures. That is the
i.r..-\
biblical vision. And it ac,;::J I
•
;-1: , cords with what men
_§ throughout the ages have
Ee known: that from well~~ O .ordered sounds an? colors
u ::, fn !and words and actions we
:E ~~ 'find refreshment, satisfac. l •tion, delight, fulfillment.
r:;~'t-;;-::-;~f '"Glory be to God for dapl ~nm:rh:i pled things " wrote Ger;:;;1): irn :ar? Manley Hopkins, "For
. !~L><_!:; tH skies of couple-colour as a
brinde~ cow;/_ For rosemoles m all stipple upon
trout that swim .... "
' Hopkins is here expres1sing his delight in the
qualities of nature. But
what he says points to a deep need which art
throughout the ages has satisfied. Throughout the
ages men have found refreshment in these sensory
artifacts themselves.
Created as we are with this double need for art
in our lives, we as responsible agents before God
must concern ourselves with art in general. All men
need art. Love for our fellows requires that we
address ourselves to that need. On the other hand
1
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we would of course be introducing a new dichotomy if our concern with the arts in general led us
to ignore or repudiate art intended for contemplation.
III
Before we dwell on the implications of this
position-that art in general and not just high art
must be our concern-we have to ask yet one more
question. The answer will lead us into an even
more radical challenge to our society. The question
is this: Why should we single out the arts for
special attention?
Our modern Western concept of (fine) art picks
out from among all human products those which
are music, poetry, fiction, painting, and sculpture.
Until the eighteenth century, however, nobody
made that particular grouping. Knowing that fact,
one is led to wonder whether there is anything
important in this grouping. Or is it just a more or
less accidental collocation, of no fundamental importance in our thinking about life and reality?
What is good-aesthetically good-in an example
of the arts is coherence and intensity of character.
What is also aesthetically good is fittingness between the work of art and its situation, including
especially that act for whose performance the work
is an instrument. But coherence and intensity of
character and situational fittingness are not confined to examples of the arts. Hopkins in the lines
we cited was remarking on the character of dappled, stippled, spotted things, and praising God for
it. Everything, whether it be made by God or man,
can exhibit coherence and intensity of character
and situational fittingness.
Equally, though, things can exhibit incoherence
and slackness and incongruence. And there's where
our calling as men in God's world enters. All of
reality, whether God-made or man-made, participates in the aesthetic dimension. What is good with
respect to the aesthetic dimension is coherence and
intensity of character and situational fittingness.
What is bad is incoherence and slackness of character and situational incongruence. It is our calling as
responsible agents before God to seek the improvement of the aesthetic dimension of our lives.
Equally it is our privilege as God's creatures to
enjoy the aesthetic dimension of reality wherever
its excellence confronts us.
What is then incumbent on us as Christians, as
men freed and enlightened by God's Word, is to
make clear to a society suffering under the distortions and bondages of idolatry that this is indeed
our human calling and privilege. That implies that
we as a community of Christians must ourselves
exercise that calling and that privilege. Our own
lives must in this respect be an evidence of the true
life, a mark of God's Shalom, a signpost of the
Kingdom. Our society in its concern with art has
neglected the aesthetic dimension of all that is not
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art. Music and dance we have, while we live in
urban squalor. Pain ting and poetry we have, while
our tools and instruments are gross violations of
God's norms. We, God's reconciling community,
must seek to heal the breach between art for contemplation and all the rest of art. Even more fundamentally we must seek to heal the breach between the aesthetic in art and the aesthetic in all
the rest of life.
IV

That leads to a final question: What would such
a Christian life-style look like?
My basic answer must be: I don't know. We as a
Christian community have scarcely even begun to
explore this facet of our calling. In that situation,
it is impossible for the philosopher or anyone else
to spell out in any detail what such a life-style
would be like. Such a life-style can only be brought
about by a process of communal discovery. And
only in seeking to bring it about can we discover in
detail what it should be like. Yet some pointers can
be given toward paths for exploration.
In the nineteenth century the Shakers established religious communities at various places in
America. They produced nothing of significance by
way of high art. But they did produce houses and
tools and furniture which are as excellent in themselves and as fitting to the Shaker life-style as
anything which any community has ever produced.
Somehow there was imparted to those simple people as deep a sensitivity to the aesthetic dimension
of life as there has ever been imparted to anyone.
It would be of use for us to look into what they
did-not to imitate but to learn .
Having learned from them and from other communities we shall then build houses whose internal
space and distribution of light are coherent and
characterful, and fitting to the life which is lived
·. there. We shall no longer succumb to popular taste
and the temptation to consume conspicuously.
And we shall build churches whose space and light
are coherent and characterful and fitting to the
liturgy which ought to be celebrated there. We
· shall no longer choose the pompous or the popular.
Liturgy itself we shall judge by aesthetic criteria as
well as others: Does it hang together, does it have a
dramatic progression, does it have a character fitting to God's worship? And of our cities as a whole
we shall demand that they be coherent, that they
·have character, and -that they fit the actions which
men must there perform.
And yes, let me say it at the end: We shall also
have art intended for contemplation. It is not high
art that I have been battling in this article. My own
life would be radically impoverished without it.
Our society's myopic concern with high art, to the
neglect of the rest of art and to the neglect of the
aesthetic dimension in all of life, is what requires
the resistance of the Christian community.

The House of Broken Light

The eye of a poet moves
With fragments of light on the sea,
A tree takes root nearby
Whose leaves like words
Give music to the wind:
2

The dark moon shapes itself into a bark.
A joker slips in to steal my hand.
He plays it all for stakes of blood.
The jack and the ace do not object.
A raindrop hangs from a cloud.
4

3
When cannon-thunder shakes the sky
I say to her she may not scare.
As lightning runs in flames
We get up, crawl inside, wipe off slime.
Ghosts do not frighten us no more.
We strip and huddle in body-sacks.
I hold her in silence
Dull silence.

I shoot an old man.
He suffers death by burning.
The moon settles on the sea
Outside the Golden Gate.
5
An airplane takes off.
Unable to sleep
I drink beer, toasting
Health and madmen.
6

Drifting snow brings empty days
With sunlight buried deep in graveyards.
While willows scream
The dog's fangs tear open the moon
The hunter follows close behind.
7
I stare at an open tomb.
It swallows my body on Sunday as
Arms and legs flow gently
In movement to Vivaldi.
New blossoms open on a cherry-tree.
8
Under lights of Capricorn
I write these words in remembrance of
My twenty-third year of madness and despair.
Hoc facite in memoriam mei.
Donald Mulder
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"Every emancipation is a restoration of the human
world and of human relationships to man himself."
Karl Marx, Philosophical Works, Vol 6
The American feminist movement over the past
century has been a struggle fought by men and
women, conservatives and liberals, married and
unmarried, heterosexuals and homosexuals. The
essential idea that women have been unfairly
treated has been the pervasive theme. The tactics
for achieving a new feminine consciousness,
however, follow no single pattern. Particularly over
the past century, the American movement has been
spurred by a radical faction. Karl Marx, Friedrich
Engels, and August Bebel have been the most
frequently used sources of socialist theory for the
radical feminists; the ideas of these men offer, in
principle, a dynamic alternative to the present
place of women in the American capitalist system.
However, Marx's, Engels', and Bebel's often vague
allusions to the place of women have been twisted
by many feminists; their half-interpretations and
references to these men out of proper context has
distorted what was actually said. In the mid-nineteenth century Friedrich Engels, co-author of the
Communist Manifesto, stated that in a capitalist
society the husband is obliged to earn the living
and support his family. 1 He believed that only
when the industrial society establishes all classes as
economically and legally equal will the woman be
justly treated. Engels, then, saw man as the
oppressor in a capitalist economy; within a
structure of socialism this inequality would be
dissolved, necessarily and naturally. Carried along
with this socialist ideal was Engel's rejection of the
family as a unit and rejection of the monogamous
marriage, for acceptance of these two institutions
inherently meant that "prosperity and development for some is won through the misery and
frustration of others." 2
Marx never addressed the problem of woman as
directly as did Engels. However, he did refer to the
relation of man to woman as a natural, direct, and
necessary relation. 3 Although Marx never specifically addressed the issue of "brotherhood" of men
and women, it was implied in the following passage
from his Philosophical Works. By the relation of
man to woman,
it is shown, therefore, to what point the natural
behavior of man has become human or to what
point the human being has become his natural
being, to what point his human nature has
become his nature. 4 [ italics his]
Marx did not propose that an overthrow of
bourgeois capitalism would necessarily give women
a qualitatively improved position in society. The
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Marx's
The feminist movement has been
unequally yoked with
classical Marxian analysis

by Donna Kuiper
idea that all humans will enjoy a better life was
implied.
August Bebel, founder of the German Social
Democratic Party in Germany in the early
twentieth century, reiterated that the woman's
problem is that she has been assigned to a caste and
is primarily economically dominated by her
husband. Women suffer as a result of that
economic dependence. Bebel asserted that the
frustration of the oppressed woman is identical to
that of the worker in a capitalist society.
These architects of socialism envisioned the
struggle of women to be the same as the struggle of
the proletariat. Exploitation, whether of the
worker or of the woman, was a natural. outgrowth
of capitalism. An overturning of capitalism would
mean a liberation of women as a class. Virtually no
work was done by Marx, Engels, or Bebel on a
specific pattern for a women's revolution. Rather,
it seems that the women's revolution was
practically an after-thought of that most essential
revolution: the working class versus the bourgeoisie.

Victorian Marxist Influences
Victoria Clafin Woodhull was one of the first
American women to base her feminist ideas on a
Marxist conception of society. She embraced
Marxist terminology and rhetoric, and consequently wove the dialectic into her program for a
new feminine consciousness. Woodhull, a spokeswoman in the period of 1870 to 1895, was
assuredly not a typical proponent of women's
rights in the nineteenth century; but the fact
remains that she initiated discussion on the nature
of the bond between a radically reorganized social
structure and a new respect for women as a social
group. Woodhull's rather naive use of Marx's ideas
and the anti-capitalist doctrine was developed by
others later in the century.
Some historians have branded Woodhull a
crank. 5 In part this is justifiable, for if one studies
her activities it is obvious that she changed her
mind frequently and attached herself to numerous

Women
causes which happened to be popular at the time.
It is unwise, however, to regard her as unimportant, because she did articulate a position which
was more widely received several decades later.
An unhappy marriage to an alcoholic and several
years of travel as a fortuneteller in a medicine cult
provided the background for Woodhull's activity in
the feminist movement. By 1870 her established
life in business gave her the confidence to
announce her candidacy for the presidency of the
United States under the Equal Rights Party. In that
same year she published a journal with her sister,
Woodhull & Clafin 's Weekly, which defined her
radical feminist position in contrast to the suffrage
movement. From the time of her candidacy to her
death her reputation was blemished by her
behavior, scandalous and immoral as defined by
Victorian society. Woodhull claimed, "I have an
inalienable constitutional and natural right to love
whom I may, to love as long or as short a period I
can, and to change that love every day if I
please." 6
The essential difference between Woodhull and
contemporaneous mainstream reformers .was her
perspective on the "class system" in America.
Woodhull believed the oppression of women to be
just one result of a diseased society. For her the
"woman problem" was the most pressing problem
of the day, but her tendency to broaden the issue
to one of class conflict (women constituting a
unique caste) alienated her from her middle-class
sisters. In a speech to a national convention of
women she threatened:
We mean treason, we mean secession, and on a
thousand times grander scale than was that of
the South. We are plotting a revolution; we will
overthrow this bogus Republic and .plant a
government of righteousness in its stead.
Woodhull advocated a revolution based on
economic overthrow of society. Early in her work
with Woodhull & Clafin 's Weekly she published an
English translation of Marx and Engel's Communist
Manifesto. She boldly spoke for a new foundation
of the social order, for "as things are in the world
at present, women have equal chances with men of
earning ... anything. " 8
Frequently
Woodhull
attacked men of property and showed ·sympathy
for the problems of working people, as evidenced
in the editorial perspective of the Weekly. 9
Consistently she defended women as an economically oppressed group. She employed an apocalyptic
Marxist terminology when referring to the ''new

society" which would stand for no oppression.
One noteworthy incident in Woodhull's career
involved her affiliation with the Communist
International Workingman's Association. In 1871
Woodhull and her sister became prominent
members of "Section Twelve," later to discover
that they had been expelled for "issuing an
unauthorized statement advocating, among other
things, sexual freedom for women." 10 This
incident apparently did not alienate Woodhull
from her theoretical ties with the Communist
Association.
Woodhull appears to have been premature in her
scathing critique of the American system with its
solidly established sexual and economic positions.
Her Marxist position was underdeveloped, yet a
seed of social revolution based on a rejection of the
capitalist system was indeed present in her
thought. In a strong sense she opened American
minds to the idea that a cure for women's
problems could be achieved only through an
elemental leveling of the class-oriented state.

Early Twentieth Century
The subject of feminism and Marxism did not
reappear in American writing for many years. In
1898 Charlotte Gilman published Women and
Economics, a strange blend of Social Darwinism
and Marxist socialism. She was reasonably
orthodox in her support of chastity and marriage
but notably intolerant of those women who
refused to join the feminist movement. Gilman
reasserted some of Woodhull's ideas on the
importance of women's economic freedom from
men. Her Marxist approach is evident as she rejects
the family as an economic unit, "that relic of the
patriarchal age. " 11 The role of woman as cook
must be abandoned, for her compliance to man's
appetite symbolizes her cooperation with this
economic dominance. Gilman 's part in the
development of Marxist feminism is minor but
essential in that she bridged the gap between
Woodhull and the twentieth century. Victorian
women, repelled by Woodhull's harsh rhetoric and
blatant sexual behavior, were drawn to Gilman's
controlled, humanitarian approach.
The Great Depression of 1931 tended to bring
Marxism to a greater level of importance in the
feminist movement. The precarious position of
laissez-faire capitalism enabled feminist writers to
more freely criticize Amerkan society; in Woodhull's time, Americans were not ready to accept
that type of criticism. One proponent of socialism
in the thirties was Samuel Schmalhausen, who used
Marxist phraseology in his criticism of America as
an exploiter of women. He suggested that the
bourgeois view of life "in which small separate
families are reared in prideful scorn and competi-
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tion one with another" 12 must be broken down.
Laissez-faire capitalism must be replaced by
proletarian humanism, which would necessarily
entail a new freedom and privilege for women.
Capitalist industrialism, a familiar enemy of Marx,
was in Schmalhausen's opinion the culprit in
women's dislocation within American society. The
competition which it encouraged was ruthless and
hurt women with a devastating impact.
Schmalhausen was speaking to an · America in
which women had the vote. With suffrage no
longer an issue, many feminist voices had been
quelled. It seems that a movement which had
formerly been internally divided, with orthodox
suffragists and radical Marxists each finding room
under the general feminist movement, lost a
majority of its members after the introduction of
the equal suffrage amendment. However, the
radicals continued to write and speak, for they
believed the problem of liberation to be deeper
than one's right to participate in the political
(democratic) process. For Woodhull, Gilman, and
Schmalhausen, only a movement to Marxist
socialism could bring a new and vital freedom.
They upheld theoretical Marxism courageously, for
its utopian character held much appeal. However,
there is no evidence that Schmalhausen ever
examined the problems of women within socialist
states, most notably Soviet Russia. Apparently, the
success of the feminist movement within socialist
nations was not an issue for American Marxists at
this time .
Feminism, Marxism, and the New Left
A span of nearly twenty years passed before the
subject emerged again. Feminism in general was
benign during and immediately after World War II.
For most American women the traditional family
structure was ideal because it seemed to promise a
security which that generation had not experienced. Finally in 1954 a quiet voice resurrected the
discussion of woman and her economic oppression.
In the discussion bulletin of the Socialist Worker's
Party, Evelyn Reed attempted to illustrate that
bourgeois capitalism was responsible for the
treatment of women as sexual objects. Rather
naively Reed spoke of money-hungry capitalists of
the nineteenth century who squeezed money and
self-respect from women. She spoke of women as a
unique type of social class.13 Reed's simplified
explanation was typical not only of that decade
but of American Marxist feminism up to that time.
The arrival of the l 960's marked a turning
point; a massive amount of imaginative Marxist
material was written. Discussion of Marxism in
terms of feminism was popularly revived in several
of the New Left journals. The socialist feminist
position was coherently stated by Juliet Mitchell in
an issue of New Left Review. She listed four
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structures which call for a redefinition in American
society.
... (1) The assumed structure of the family [is]
necessarily patriarchal, ( 2) the socialization of
the child [is] woman's unique and prolonged
responsibility. (3) [We have turned] sexuality
into sadistic exploitation, ( 4) and [ distorted]
reproduction into a parody of production. 14
For Mitchell it was the oppression of private
property and ownership coupled with America's
retention of these four structures which has tied
woman to her position of "supermenial." Mitchell
proposed no fixed image of the future (reformed)
state. Rather, socialism is to be a process of
change, of becoming. For Mitchell socialism does
not imply the abolition of the family "but the
diversification of the socially acknowledged rela-

tionships which are today forcibly and rigidly
compressed into it. " 15
Increasingly, radical feminists have used capitalism, per se, as the whipping post of female
oppression. Countless references could be made to
weakly defined programs of social revolution,
proletariat versus bourgeoisie, which would bring
about the new industrial order and give women a
truly liberated position. For example, Roxanne

"The dichotomy of theory and action is presently
the plague of A m erican radical fe minists."
Dunbar, author of "Female Liberation as a Basis
for Social Revolution," has identified women with
the Vietnamese and Black Americans, for they all
suffer under the hand for "monolithic white
imperialist America.'' This type of sketchy
historical analysis has been typical of Marxist
feminists; Dunbar is not an exceptional case. 16
Dunbar's work provides a typical example of the
radical feminist position; she sees capitalism as
inherently corrupt, relying upon exploitation of
one or (as in this case) several groups. She adopts
Marx's dialectic and an apocalyptic synthesis: "The
dialectics of liberation have revealed that the weak
and oppressed can struggle against and defeat a
larger enemy." 17 In Dunbar's opinion, women will
have to fight this battle alone because America's
white male working class is immobile, due to its
affiliation with imperialism and the idea of national supremacy. She has recognized no elemental
disorder in using the Marxist scheme for her
purpose, since she fails to see that Marx did not go
beyond the supra-sexual class antithesis.

The Radical Sixties
The New Left has produced an unpredictable
group of Marxist feminists. Because of the
high-pitched activity of the Left it is difficult to
detect any clearly defined patterns in the Marxists
over the past ten years. The Student Union for
Peace Action was a unique group. Late in 1967
four students produced a pamphlet titled Sisters,
Brothers, Lovers ... (Listen) , which was inspired
by Marx's comment, "social progress can be
measured by the social position of the female
sex. " 18 For these women, radicalization and
liberation was an academic process.
Some movement women are ready for revolution. We are thinking for ourselves. We are doing
the necessary thinking for ourselves. We are
doing the necessary reading, writing, and
conversing to find the analysis and theory for
the task. We have the background of experience. . . . We have the frustration of being
excluded to force us into doing this. 19
The 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago
solidified the position of many Marxist feminists.
A number of females were involved with the
activity of Students for a Democratic Society
(SDS), certainly a contrast to Student Union for
Peace Action. The SDS women were repelled by
male domination of the organization and subsequently abandoned SDS in hopes of devising a
completely new strategy for liberation. Germaine

Greer, British author and spokeswoman for the
movement, has described some of the friction:
Women who were successful in the male-dominated movement had become so by manipulating their special position and pandering to male
values, and as such were no more entitled to
speak for their sisters than black businessmen
are to represent Harlem. 20
The "new strategy" meant a revolution consistent
with the basic SDS plan for societal upheaval, but
it was to be an exclusively feminine battle since
SDS men has lost the spirit of Marxist revolution.
The men appeared intent on oppressing at least one
segment of society.
Linda Phelps, a young member of the radical
feminist movement, has analyzed the distinctions
which she sees between "liberal" and "radical"
feminism. The former , represented by NOW's
Betty Friedan, composes concrete lists of legislative proposals, all within the framework of the
democratic structure. Phelps proposes that the
radical branch is what Americans essentially
(although not always visibly) demand. For new
lives we need new structures. "It is useless to think
that women are going to get what they want and
be able to live as full human beings without facing
and changing this vast system of waste and
exploitation which is our present economic
system. " 21
The most frequently varied aspect of Marxist
feminist doctrine has involved the definition of the
enemy. Is it man who is stopping the woman? Or is
it white imperialist . America which is the
hindrance? Is it the caste system broadly defined
which has thwarted freedom ·in the fullest sense?
The answers to these questions have not been
clearly given; there is little evidence of unity within
the ranks of the radical feminists. What is troubling
about these feminists is their inability to focus
upon a source of the trouble . "The enemy"
appears to be arbitrarily chosen. The capitalist
system has become the catch-all of societal evils,
particularly of crimes against women.
In reality, socialist nations have done little to
liberate the woman. Within socialist states such as
Stalin's Russia the attempt to liberate the working
classes did not entail any revolutionary change in
the condition of the "caste" of women. In fact,
there was less freedom after than before the change
to socialist government. Stalin repealed all
automatic divorce and abortion laws which had
existed. Russian female construction workers were
given no skills or tools (as were the men), yet they
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were expected to perform at a efficiency level
equal to that of the men.
Similarly Fidel Castro has turned his back on the
requests of Marxist feminists. In his New Left
Notes he indicated no appreciation for the woman
outside of her place in the home. "After
recognizing the contribution of women in the
struggle for revolution and thanking them for
having borne arms alongside the men, [Castro]
besought them to return to their former menial
roles. " 22 Further evidence of a Marxist double
standard is the continuing discrimination of
women in East Germany, despite its theoretical
commitment to a socialist government. In basic
economic standing women are still paid less for
equal work, and are offered less prestigious
positions. 23 Noting again Woodhull's expulsion
from the Communist Association, one senses that
the writings of Marx, Engels, and Behel have had
little impact on those nations who sought practical
experiments in socialism. Engels' critique of the

family offers radical challenges, but it appears that
the basic order of our society, steeped in tradition
and habit, is difficult to restructure.
Mention of these failures is not to imply that
Marx's rejection of capitalism does not coincide
with a radical female liberation. But it is inaccurate
to hold the socialist system as inherently morally
superior in that it more effectively captures the
ideals of freedom and equality. The bond between
socialism and liberation is easily distorted, and
many radical feminists have lost sight of the central
issues in liberation. Does the economic system of a
state dictate the level of freedom for its women?

A Plague on All You Housewives
Simone de Beauvoir, a French socialist who has
worked in the non-radical movement since the
1940's, has explained some of the frustrations of
liberation experienced in socialist states.
The socialist countries are not really socialistic.
_The socialism Marx dreamed of, that would
truly change mankind, has not been realized
anywhere. The means of production have
changed hands, but as time goes on we see that
is not really enough .... Traditional roles
remain the same. 24
While de Beauvoir discovers no inherent justice for
women in socialism, she believes there is greatest
potential in the socialist nations. She believes that
the woman's struggle is unique, yet the movement
has a loose connection to the "wider struggle" in
which she must join with men. In her book The
Second Sex, published in the forties, de Beauvoir
critically analyzed Engels' work. She questions the
validity of his statement that private property
necessarily involved the enslavement of women;
she has criticized him for handling the problem
superficially. In the fifties de Beauvoir found
herself alone on the communist side in her fight for
women, for apparently no other woman saw the
social problems of women. She observed Soviet
Russia reinstituting "the ancient patriarchal restraints" on women, once more dismissing them as
erotic objects. De Beauvoir now wishes to join with
women throughout the world in the fight against
exploitation. According to de Beauvoir, blaming
capitalism for the subjugation of the woman is not
the answer to the problem. The word games of
Marxists (as well as Freudians) have incompletely
described the problems of female liberation.
So it is that we reject for the same reasons both
the sexual monism of Freud and the economic
monism of Engels. A psychoanalyst will
interpret all social claims of woman as
phenomena of the "masculine protest"; for the
Marxist, on the contrary, her sexuality only
expresses her economic situation in ... round
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about fashion .... The categories of "clitorid"
and "vaginal," like the categories of "bourgeois"
or "proletarian" are equally inadequate to
encompass a concrete woman. 25
·
Unlike many radical feminists de Beauvoir does not
undermine the productive functions of the woman;
rather, she views it to be as important as woman's
contribution to the labor force, "no less in the
social economy than in the individual life." 26 De
Beauvoir's major contribution to American radical
thought is her astute but optimistic criticism of
women in the socialist state. She courageously
criticizes the socialist nations for their divorce of
word and action, and she has encouraged feminists
to divide the camps of socialism and feminism,
believing that a separation of issues will enable
women to better define and eventually discover
liberation which they profoundly seek.
Norman Mailer, charming male-chauvinist-pig
author, vicariously sensed the frustrations of the
radical feminists. His unsettlingly sardonic reaction
to feminists in particular and radicals in general
captures with precision the lack of momentum in
the movement.
So the revolution called again, close to farce,
that ill-mannered, drug-leached, informerinfested, indiscriminate ripping up of all the
roots, ... accelerating each other now to accelerate Americans into the straightest fascism of
them all .... Society, left to itself, blissfully
void of revolutionaries, could expire in a welter
of the most liberal sentiments and the foulest
air. 27
Mailer's Prisoner of Sex somehow unites seemingly
irreconcilable ideas. Presupposing little rationality
in revolutionary activity in general, Mailer finds
some satisfaction in discovering that women in
America are examining the diseases of our society.
Once decided, however, that men were to blame,
and there was hope: a revolution of women
could open every social disease to the
beneficent examination of a new human
light .... Paranoia and common sense come
together as the world goes insane. 28
The challenge for the radical feminist movement
is to find a political doctrine which offers practical
programs for liberation yet remains consistent with
the ideals of a socialist society. Effective
mobilization of the radical faction has not occured
in any nation, and one major hindrance to political
action seems to be the clash of strong opinions
within the Marxist faction. The American radical
movement embraces many interpretations of Marx
and company, but to wait for a unanimity of
opinion may signal the death of the radical faction.
The dichotomy of theory and action is presently
the plague of American radical feminists.
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